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He was everything she was told to stay away from.

 

SHE’S OFF-LIMITS

 

Christine Mayne is determined to get out from under her controlling brother’s thumb. To do so, she plans to earn her PhD from studying group dynamics in heavy metal bands, and then become a band therapist. The problem is that Quinn Mayne, has barred her from the metal world because of a traumatic event in her past.

 

The opportunity to study a band comes when Cliff Tracey, lead singer of Bleeding Vengeance doesn’t recognize her. Christine tricks him into smuggling her onto the bus to accompany the band on their tour. When he discovers her deception, he’s furious. Christine tells herself that her efforts to talk to him are for her research and not because she’s drawn to his sensual presence.

 

HE’S FORBIDDEN

 

Cliff Tracey is going through an existential crisis. Suddenly having a different one-night-stand after every gig has lost its appeal. He’s ready to get rid of his man-whore label and try getting to know a woman. When black-haired, green-eyed bombshell Christine asks him if she can accompany his band on tour for her research, he thinks the perfect opportunity has fallen into his lap—until he finds out that she’s Quinn Mayne’s off-limits little sister.

 

Despite his efforts to keep her at arm’s length, Cliff finds himself unable to stay away from Christine. But he has to, because if he gives in to temptation, he’ll cause the biggest rift in metal history.


PRAISE FOR THE HEARTS OF METAL SERIES

“Brooklyn Ann gave me exactly what I wanted: The supreme humbling of one Cliff Tracey! There were hard times, good times, sexy times, and funny times in this book and honestly I didn’t want it to end but I’m glad that Cliff and Christine’s romance went down the way it did. The realness of the characters and plot is part of what attracts me to this author’s work and keeps me coming back for more.”

—Adria’s Musings

 

“…sweet and sensual roller coaster ride that is full of angst and self-realization as the past events fuel the unexpected connection between two very different people.” — Arlena’s Book Reviews

“FORBIDDEN SONG is a mix of sexy and sweet with complex characters who demand respect...I love the female friendships in FORBIDDEN SONG and the way women support other women.”

—Fresh Fiction

“This is not your usual rocker romance. I thank the author for creating strong characters and taking a different course from usual.”

—The Romance Reviews

“Metal, drama, romance, secrets and abundant guitar riffs are the order of the day here as the author gleefully and skillfully melds sex, drugs and rock n roll in a way that is simply infectious and impossible not to enjoy.”—Jim Goforth, Author of Undead Flesh Crave

 

“I absolutely love this series and this installment keeps the momentum going. It is a great sink-your-teeth-into read!”—Peaceful Bookworm

“Hearts of Metal is a rock series that is not to be missed.”

—Kara’s Books

“I was hooked the minute I started reading!! This is a totally different rock star book, but that’s not a bad thing at all!! It’s refreshing to see a rock star not be all about the ‘rock star’ lifestyle. Klement and Katana’s relationship is pure and genuine and I can’t say enough good words about it!” 

—B1tches N Books
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Author’s Note

 

 

Part of this book deals with sexual assault, though it is not depicted on the page. Still, as a survivor, it was difficult for me to write about the long-term effects and internal processing of this trauma. Everyone processes trauma differently. To all survivors, I give you my love and best wishes. You are not alone.
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To get the whole details on where Rage of Angels disappeared off to, and why they’re so weird, you can technically start with book 3, Conjuring Destiny, but you’ll get even more details if you start at book 1, Wrenching Fate, which is free!

 


Chapter One

The Gorge, George, Washington

 

 

Cliff Tracey, lead singer of Bleeding Vengeance, grinned down at the glorious pair of tits that he was autographing, ones his late father would have called “primo cha-chas.” The woman giggled, a high-pitched, drugged sound, making his pen waver. A slight frown of irritation turned his mouth downward, a holdover from his school days when penmanship had been his pride.

He quickly corrected his expression and glanced up at her with his trademark lazy smile.

“Thank you,” she cooed, not yet buttoning her low-cut top.

Ah, she was one of those. Half the women who busted out their goods tucked them away as soon as he finished scrawling his name, eyes downcast and faces red with embarrassment. The other half would stand there a moment with their tits out, pride gleaming in their eyes. Though he admired confidence in a woman, he never quite knew how to react in these situations. What did they expect him to do after he finished signing their breasts? Start groping them in front of everyone? He didn’t like having an audience when he got down and dirty. Though he might see if there was time to take this one somewhere more private. As dad said, “Enjoy ’em while you can!” And Dad certainly had, right until he’d died of a heart attack three years ago in a hotel room with a prostitute under him.

Cliff averted his gaze, hoping that would convey a hint for the woman to cover up. And that’s when he met the eyes of his band’s new guitarist, Katana James. Her smirk seemed both scornful and amused.

Heat flooded his face. He stepped back from the bare-breasted woman, suddenly feeling ridiculous and slightly ashamed, as if he’d been doing something wrong instead of just doing what rock stars did. Furthermore, it had been almost six months since he’d hooked up with a woman! Yet suddenly, the idea of dragging the blonde back to the Green Room for a quick fuck lost all appeal.

He coughed awkwardly. “Well, I need to catch up with our publicist. Maybe I’ll see you around.”

They both knew that wouldn’t happen. The woman’s face fell in disappointment, and she buttoned her shirt and headed back to her friends.

Cliff shrugged and turned back toward Kat, wondering if she’d approve. But she’d already wandered off to talk to Rage of Angels and Niteblade, two of the other bands on the tour.

Kat had been on his mind a lot lately. Not because he lusted after his bassist’s woman—though he had when she’d first joined the band, before it became clear that Kat and Klement had something going on. No, lately she’d become something of a mind-fuck to him, as well as a source of bittersweet envy. Klement had all the brains, all the money, all the power, and now he had the girl.

Oh well. At least Cliff still had the looks, the other ladies, and the fame.

He hid a self-deprecating smirk with a swig of beer. At first, he’d been happy to back off and let the bassist finally get some action. But lately, as they’d been on the road for a few festivals and the start of the Metalfeed tour, a charity project dreamed up by the mega-famous Dante Deity to benefit homeless vets, Cliff’s happiness for his friend became maddening perplexity. For all his years with Bleeding Vengeance, Cliff had gotten every woman he wanted. He didn’t even have to crook his finger to make whatever hottie he locked eyes with pant lustily and sink down on her knees, eager to please him. Then Kat ignored his flirtations and instead ended up in Klement’s arms.

No one had seen that coming.

Cliff was happy for them. Really, he was, but the shock of it had begun to sink in, leaving him baffled. Just where had he gone wrong? He’d never been shot down so quickly and nonchalantly. And although Klement was definitely the better man, how had Kat sensed that? What had made her realize that Cliff was lacking?

And…what exactly was he lacking? He was the frontman of this band, the outward leader. The man with the voice of gold, according to Rolling Stone. The object of fantasy for every female fan, including Kat, according to her blog before they’d met. Yet for her, the reality hadn’t been appealing.

Cliff finished the rest of his beer and declined another when Rod came by to offer. He’d started to get a beer gut and had cut back immediately.

“You look awfully pensive, mate,” Rod said in his British accent that landed him his own impressive share of chicks.

Cliff sighed. “I’ve just been wondering why Kat didn’t go for me.”

The drummer’s brows drew together. “You’re not sniffing around Klement’s woman, are you? Not only is that a very bad idea, but it’s completely bonkers. He just proposed to her onstage not ten minutes ago!”

“Fuck no!” Cliff said.

It really wasn’t that he wanted Kat. On the contrary, after playing and composing music with her, and that time he joined her and Klement in the mountains of her hometown in Coeur d’Alene, running around in the woods on psychedelic mushrooms, where they’d all laughed like hyenas, he’d felt nothing but the deepest and purest friendship with her. Lying on the grass beside her that afternoon, looking up at the rainbow-tinged trees, it occurred to Cliff that until Kat joined the band, he’d never spent an extended period with a woman that wasn’t in a sexual context. The realization had made his stomach tighten—or maybe it was just the ’shrooms. Then Klement pointed out a trippy-ass tree with a split trunk, and he’d been back to laughing.

Cliff shook his head at the memory and returned to his point. “It was just that she listed me as her number one in the Hottest Rock Stars on the Metalness site, but once she joined our band, she got with Klement instead. Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy as hell for them, but it makes me wonder if I’m losing my touch.”

He’d never admit to anyone how much that fucked with his head.

Rod cocked his head to the side. “Well, let’s see. You’re an arrogant bloke. You stole her solo the first two times we jammed together. You were a bit hostile to the idea of having a girl tour with us at the start. Oh, and there was the time she accidentally ate that pot cupcake and had a panic attack, and all you cared about was that it inconvenienced you and your plans to go out drinking.”

Cliff’s heart sank. When phrased that way… “So, what you’re saying is that I’ve been a total douche.”

Roderick shrugged. “You said it, not me.” He smirked. “Maybe you should have thought of that before you became a lead singer.”

Cliff laughed before firing back. “Hey, what does a drummer use for contraception?”

Rod’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

“His personality.”

“Wanker.” Rod flipped him off with a grin and started to walk away. Then he stopped. “Oh, I remember why I came here. Klement says he wants to replace ‘Alone in the Dark’ with that Pink Floyd cover of ‘Careful with That Axe, Eugene’ for the Portland show.”

“What?” Cliff bristled with irritation. “Alone in the Dark” was special to him. He’d written all the lyrics and composed half the instrumental parts. And, why didn’t Klement have the nerve to tell him in person instead of sending Rod? He hated when the bassist pulled this shit.

“He thinks that Rage of Angels shouldn’t steal all the thunder with that Rainbow cover they’re famous for.” Rod cocked his head to the side. “I have to say, he’s got a good idea. It was so awesome when we first started playing around with it. Your work turning the keyboard parts to guitar parts in it is absolutely brilliant.”

“Yeah,” Cliff agreed reluctantly, not wanting to admit the other thing that bothered him. For “Careful with That Axe, Eugene,” Klement sang.

Well, not really sang, since the lyrics were whispered, and there was an occasional bone-chilling scream that he’d never imagined the bassist capable of doing. It had been Cliff’s idea for Klement to take the mic when they were screwing around with it. He’d just never imagined that Klement would have the courage to do it onstage. Apparently, he did. For seven minutes, Klement would be front and center with Cliff in the background.

It shouldn’t bother him since he still got to do some trippy backing vocals and complicated guitar effects, but it did.

“Well”— Rod clapped him on the shoulder, as if in sympathy—“I just wanted to pass that on.” Then the drummer went off to chat up a bevy of groupies, perhaps to prove Cliff wrong about the personality joke. And he likely would. Chicks loved his goofy accent.

Cliff shook his head. He could stroll up there and swipe them all from Rod, of course. He just didn’t feel like it. He hadn’t felt like it in a long time. One of his ex-girlfriends, Jen, had texted him today to ask if he had time this tour to visit. But he knew where that would lead: twenty minutes of angry sex followed by a stream of lies attempting to manipulate him into getting back together. Hell, no. He hated being lied to and manipulated. Jen had thrived on it. She lied about stupid shit, too—that her hair was natural, that she knew various movie stars, that she hadn’t been screwing other guys on the side when he went on tour.

The last was odd because he’d been more relieved than angry when he found out. Like he’d wanted an excuse to break it off.

Sara, his other ex, had gone into unprovoked jealous rages and broke his stuff, keyed his car, and stalked him. That was when Cliff had sworn off relationships. Dad had warned him that women were crazy. 

His thoughts strayed back to Kat. Funny, she had a legitimately diagnosed mental illness, yet she seemed saner than any other woman he’d encountered.

But she was for Klement, and that was for the best, Cliff reminded himself. He was the first to admit that he wasn’t anywhere near stable enough for a serious commitment. How many times had he heard both his exes and bandmates telling him to grow up? 

Cliff sighed. Gee, thanks, Dad.

He paused a moment, taken by surprise. He’d never felt any shame before about his lifestyle. Hell, he wasn’t even thirty yet. He was supposed to be living it up now and could start worrying about responsible shit later. Klement was perfectly capable of handling the band’s finances and the business side of things while Cliff maintained the band’s image and took care of the social side. That had always been the expectation. He’d been happy with the arrangement for years. What had changed? 

Maybe he was just tired of the same old thing.

When he looked up, he saw something new. Definitely new. The most drop-dead gorgeous woman he’d ever beheld was talking to Kat, writing something down in a little notebook. Wavy black hair framed a porcelain doll face with a button nose and Cupid’s bow lips.

As if sensing his attention, she looked up. Eyes as green as emeralds met his, piercing his chest and stealing his breath. Cliff struggled for a moment. Something seemed familiar about her, although he’d never have forgotten if they’d met.

The woman watched him. Her expression was speculative. No heat, just a compelling curiosity, like he was a mystery she wanted to solve.

He would be happy to oblige.

Just then, the woman turned away. She faced Quinn, the lead singer of Viciöus, who had played just before Bleeding Vengeance, and who had clearly just returned from the beer cooler. The two immediately got into some sort of intense conversation.

At first, resentment boiled in Cliff’s belly. It wouldn’t be the first time Quinn had swooped in on a gorgeous chick Cliff had his eye on. But while it used to be a friendly competition whenever they toured together… What the hell? Quinn was married now.

But wait. This interaction didn’t look like flirting. As they spoke, Quinn’s jaw was tight with irritation, and the woman’s pen tapped angrily on her notepad.

The sight of the notepad made a lightbulb go off: Kat and Kinley had mentioned hiring a new woman to write content for their metal fan site—Metalness—to cut back on having a conflict of interest with them both being on tour with bands of their own. This could be their new girl. But, if she was trying to interview Quinn, he didn’t look too impressed. Cliff’s frown deepened. Was he scolding her?

With a mind of their own, Cliff’s feet carried him forward, maybe to defend the woman. Quinn’s head jerked up, his green eyes narrowing into slits and a death glare.

Whoa. Cliff froze in place. What the hell was his problem? Sure, Cliff had missed the guy’s wedding to his guitarist, but surely Quinn wasn’t mad about that. They weren’t that close, even if they did tour together a lot and were currently negotiating a collaboration album with their record company. Quinn was Klement’s best friend, not Cliff’s. Besides, he’d heard that Quinn’s own bassist hadn’t attended either.

Spreading his arms in a Peace, man gesture, Cliff turned away and opted for another beer instead of intruding. He’d move in on the mystery chick when grump-ass was out of the picture. He really hoped she was the new journalist for Metalness. That would mean he could offer her an interview. In private. More and more, it looked like turning down the blonde had been a good idea. There was something infinitely more interesting about this black-haired, green-eyed beauty, and he was dying to know why she looked so familiar. What if she was an actress, a model, or a porn star? Either way, his libido had returned with a roar.

As he reached the beer cooler, he encountered Brand, the bassist of Viciöus.

Great, another grump-ass.

Though, at least a civil one, Cliff noted as Brand inclined his head and opened a bottle of Kokanee and handed it over.

“You guys played a great show,” Cliff said, hoping to get the normally surly bassist to smile. He still wondered what had prompted Quinn to give him a death glare.

Brand grunted. “Yeah, but yours will be talked about more, thanks to your bassist’s stunt.” He shook his head with a scowl. “Proposing to his girl on stage. Did he think this was a pop concert?”

Actually, Cliff thought it was kinda sweet, though he’d never admit it out loud. Dad had thought romantic stuff was for pussies and tried to instill Cliff with the same sentiment, but he hadn’t quite accomplished his mission. Cold bastards didn’t get as many ladies.

“Crowd seemed to like it.”

Another grunt from Brand. “I guess it was a good gimmick. I just don’t know how having these guys falling in love with their guitarists is going to pan out in the long run, you know? Like, what if they divorce? We’d be fucked, and you know it. That could break up our bands.”

Cliff followed the bassist’s narrowed gaze, leveled now on Kinley, one of said guitarists and Quinn’s newly wedded wife. He’d heard that Brand hadn’t quite come to peace with the relationship. He wondered if Brand had suffered the same mind-fuck Cliff was going through with Kat.

Before he could find out, Quinn approached and bent to kiss her. Kinley was pretty hot too, Cliff had to admit, with long legs that went on forever. But her attitude was too butch for his tastes, so he’d only hit on her a little back when she worked as a roadie for Viciöus—and mostly just to rile Quinn.

Speaking of, if Quinn had returned to his wife, that meant he was done talking to the mystery woman.

Cliff turned back to Brand. “I heard Kat and Kinley brought on a new blogger for Metalness. Is she here?”

Brand chuckled and nodded. “Yeah, but I’d stay away from her if I were you.” And with that, the bassist toasted him with his beer and walked off.

Cliff shook his head. What the hell did Brand mean? Was he dating her? Kat hadn’t said anything about that. And, nah. If that gorgeous princess was Brand’s, he wouldn’t have laughed when Cliff asked about her.

Then the meaning behind Brand’s warning to stay away from the woman became clear: Since both Kat and Kinley had ended up joining their bands, Brand probably thought Metalness came with some sort of curse. Or, maybe the bloggers were witches who enchanted musicians. But unless the new chick was a drummer or something, Cliff didn’t have anything to worry about.

Maybe he should find out.

Weaving his way through the backstage crowd, pausing to sign autographs along the way, he embarked on his search for the raven-haired beauty.

Luck shone upon him. There she was, off in a corner by the stage left exit. Alone. 

She looked up at him and smiled with an intriguing combination of shyness and curiosity. Oh, man. Those green eyes.

He gathered his formidable charm and grinned as he approached. “Hey, are you the new girl Kat and Kin hired?”

She nodded with a slight frown and extended her hand. Fuck. He remembered Kat telling him to quit calling women girls.

“I’m Christine.”

“Cliff Tracey.” He gave her a long, slow smile and was gratified to see her blush. Good, now he was back on the right track.

His fingers curled around hers. Damn, her skin was soft. No calluses, so she likely wasn’t a musician.

A light laugh tumbled from her lips. “I know. I really enjoyed your performance tonight. Your voice is incredible, and that solo during ‘Sorrow’s Harvest’ gave me chills. In fact, I’d wanted to talk to you.”

“Oh?” He kept his tone light and teasing to hide his excitement. She’d admired his performance. That was usually the first thing chicks said before the flirting began. Maybe he’d mistaken what he’d thought was a lack of interest earlier. “About my solo?”

“No, though I’ll admit your talent does blow my mind.” She took a deep breath as if gathering her composure for some big announcement. “Aside from writing for Metalness, I’m working on my doctorate in occupational psychology and could use your help for my dissertation.”

Cliff blinked. “Oh. Uh…I only got as far as my associate’s, so I don’t know how much good I’d be. What’s the topic of your paper?” 

“I’m studying the effects of group dynamics within metal bands under high-stress conditions.” Her clinical tone was comical even as it was disappointing, what with her seeming lack of response to him.

“You want to study me?” he joked. In return, he could study her.

“The whole band, really,” she replied. “But I figured, since you’re the lead singer, I’d have to ask you. You see, my goal is to travel on the road with a band and document my observations. I was hoping I could tag along, not only for the rest of this Metalfeed tour but also your regular tour that starts next week.”

Cliff puffed up, happy that for once, someone had acknowledged him as the leader of the band instead of Klement. Then: “Did you talk to Kat about it?” Since Christine worked for Kat, maybe the guitarist had suggested it.

Christine nodded. “She said she’d love to have me but that she doesn’t have the seniority in the band to make that kind of call.”

Well, I’d love to have you, Cliff wanted to say, but he didn’t want to overplay his hand. “Let me think about it….”

On one hand, having this chick on the road could turn out to be a disaster if they either didn’t hit it off, or she got clingy and obsessive like his last girlfriend, Sara. Cliff had put up with his quota of stalkers—a risk of the game. On the other hand, her proposal to pretty much study the band like a Jane Goodall was amusing and challenging. And the prospect of the chase, something he hadn’t had for a long while, was all too enticing.

And, Klement got to have his girl with him on the tour bus. Why couldn’t Cliff have one too? Furthermore, he liked that this woman thought he called the shots. And why shouldn’t he? Bleeding Vengeance was his band as much as anyone else’s.

There was a snag in the plan, though. “Did you get a grant or something? Because the guys will throw a fit if we have to pay your way. It’s not really something we can write off with the record company, you know? So, you’d be on your own when it comes to hotel rooms and stuff.” He waggled his brows. “Unless you want to bunk with me.”

She laughed as if he were joking about sharing a room with him. “The university gives me a small stipend for my research, and I have enough to cover the rest, so there’s no problem there.”

Cliff hesitated, still wavering behind the temptation to pursue her and the worry that this would all blow up in his face.

“All right,” he said finally, biting back a laugh at her obvious relief and delight. She’d said Kat was receptive, so Klem and Rod could just deal. “But I warn you, it gets pretty cramped on the road. And some of what you’ll see won’t be fit for a lady’s eyes.”

“I can handle it,” she said, lifting her chin. “Lead the way.”

She wanted to leave the party and get on the bus already? That meant he’d have a little bit of time with her in private while everyone else partied backstage. Maybe she was into him after all.

As they headed out to the bus, Cliff beamed at his good fortune. They passed Dante Deity and his new girlfriend walking out to their own bus, and Cliff told himself, See, he got a woman too. Of course, Cliff wasn’t looking for a long-term commitment like Dante, Klement, and Quinn each got. But maybe a fling would bring him out of his funk.

Just then, Dante cast him a stern frown, like a disapproving parent. Cliff bristled. What business was it of Dante’s if Cliff wanted to bring some chick on the bus? Besides, this one wasn’t even a horny groupie or anything. Not that it made any difference.

Still, Cliff had a feeling there was something special about Christine. Some sort of mystery enveloped her that he longed to uncover.

 


Chapter Two

 

 

Christine Mayne followed Cliff Tracey onto Bleeding Vengeance’s tour bus, elation and trepidation warring in her gut. Elation because she was finally back amidst the world of heavy metal, a world that had been too long denied her, first by her brother, then through her studies. Long, drudging years of coursework…that had led to this moment!

Despite her big brother Quinn telling his colleagues to deny her requests to accompany their bands on tour, she’d finally found an in: with Cliff.

She’d been watching him ever since she arrived at the Gorge for the Metalfeed show, only half paying attention to Kat and Kinley’s advice on securing interviews. From what she could tell, Cliff didn’t associate too closely with her brother; mostly Klement, Bleeding Vengeance’s bass player, was Quinn’s friend. Even better, her new sister-in-law Kinley had said she didn’t think Cliff was that smart, so Christine had hoped he wouldn’t know who she was.

Turned out she was right.

At last, her brother’s efforts to shield her from the world of metal had yielded a positive result. Cliff Tracey only knew her as the journalist that Kat and Kinley recently hired for Metalness. And, most important of all, Cliff had said yes to her request.

She’d had to bite back a squeal of triumph when he said she could tag along with Bleeding Vengeance for her research. But now, as she entered the band’s luxurious bus with its blacked-out windows, his presence behind her was thick and palpable, and a tremor of nervousness struck her. Kat and Kinley had said that Cliff was a man-whore. There was a good chance he’d only agreed to let her tag along because he intended to seduce her.

Christine shivered at the thought. He was devastatingly handsome, and a small, long-buried part of her wondered what it would be like to kiss him. Maybe even make love. If she allowed herself to succumb to his seduction, would he be kind or cruel? Would he give or just take?

She shook her head. It didn’t matter. She wasn’t going to let anything like that happen. Her days of being fooled by a guy’s charm were over before they’d had a chance to begin. And if Cliff got out of line, Klement and Kat would have her back.

The problem was, they weren’t here now, and she needed to stay hidden until the bus was well on the road. The next gig was in Portland, so if she could hold off until they passed Ellensburg, where there would be nothing but tumbleweeds and rolling brown hills; it would be too late for Klement to kick her out if he was so inclined. Then again, he could always dump her at the Portland airport. But when he caught her, Christine planned on reminding Klement that he hadn’t said no, just that he’d think about it. Hopefully, between Cliff saying yes and Kat’s presence, the bassist would be convinced to let her stay.

Then, when her brother found out, maybe Quinn wouldn’t freak out so much, her being with trusted friends of his. After all, that was why Christine had preferred to research Bleeding Vengeance in the first place. She didn’t think she was ready to be with total strangers just yet. Not given her limited experience in social situations. She knew Klement and Kat; they were familiar and safe, and Quinn knew it.

A bitter smirk curled her lips. Who was she kidding? Quinn was so insanely overprotective of her that he’d freak out, no matter what.

Well, too bad. She wouldn’t let him stop her from doing this research project. Just because she wasn’t a musician didn’t mean she didn’t have an interest in his world.

For a moment, her therapist’s speculations that she was doing this to resolve psychological trauma nagged at her. Then Christine shook her head. No, there was no more trauma. Yes, her brother’s first band had assaulted her, but that had happened TEN years ago, and the jerks hadn’t even fully succeeded. She was over it, even if Quinn wasn’t. She’d dutifully gone to therapy and spent enough time in support groups that she knew what happened hadn’t been her fault, despite the police interrogating her about what she was wearing and whether she’d done anything to lead them on. She’d learned that they’d been grooming her, inviting her to hang out when they had band practice with Quinn, helping sneak her into clubs for concerts, and making her feel cool and grown-up by giving her beer when Quinn wasn’t looking.

She’d been a child, tricked into a false sense of security by clever predators. But she was an adult now, capable of defending herself and making her own decisions.

It wasn’t the music that made them do it. After all, for all of his crushing over-protectiveness, her brother wasn’t like her attackers, who’d gone to jail and never ended up in the music scene anyway. So those bastards had no right to dictate what kind of music she liked and what she wanted to do with her life. She would not allow what they did to her to ruin her life—

Cliff’s hand brushed her shoulder, and she jumped. The bus seemed smaller with him beside her.

“Want a quick tour?” he asked.

She nodded, and he pointed to the narrow door in front of them. “The bathroom’s here. It’s not very big, but it’s got running water and a tiny shower.” He took her to the right and led her past a narrow aisle flanked by two rows of bunks on each side. “The roadies sleep here in the front, and we’re in the very back.”

Past the crew’s bunks was a surprisingly spacious living area with bench seats, two tables, and a kitchenette. Two flat-screen TVs were mounted on sections of wall that cordoned off the driver’s cabin, which had a fairly large bed over the top.

“Wow,” Christine breathed. “It’s a lot bigger in here than I would have thought.”

“It seems that way until you get all fifteen of us on. The bench seats fold out into beds, and the road crew takes turns, so none are stuck in the tiny bunks back there all the time.”

“Fifteen?” she echoed.

“Yeah.” He shook his head and laughed. “I’m already spoiled for complaining. Our first was an old school bus that Klement and Rod converted, and then we had a Winnebago for a bit. But since we were so cramped, we were spending more nights in hotels. Klement figured that if we invested in a bigger bus, it would save more money in the long run and let us be able to afford more crew members.”

“Oh yeah, my—” She broke off, realizing what she’d almost said. My brother wants to get a bigger bus for the same reason. Christine’s heart jumped. If she’d blurted that, her plan would have been ruined.

“Your what?” Cliff asked.

Scrambling for words, she pointed to the narrow rack of DVDs beneath one of the TVs. “My mom got me a rack like that for Christmas for all my movies.”

“I like movies too!” he announced with surprising enthusiasm. “We watch a lot on the road, but look out for Kat and Klement. They like horrible, cheesy movies and like to torture us with them.”

His mouth twisted in a grimace, and Christine laughed and approached the rack, curious about what films elicited such a look of pain. Scanning the DVDs, she saw such charming titles as Troll 2, Nudist Colony of the Dead, and Repossessed. Then she saw a few of her favorites.

“I love Lost Highway! It’s my favorite Lynch film.”

“That one’s from my collection, not one of the bad movies,” Cliff said. Then his eyes widened. “Wait, you like David Lynch?”

“Yeah, he’s one of my favorite filmmakers,” Christine found herself admitting. “I haven’t met many fellow fans. Wait, you’re not one of the ones who say, ‘Learn cinema, learn Lynch,’ as a mantra to anyone who has a differing analysis of what his films mean, are you?”

Cliff laughed. “Only on the internet to troll pretentious assholes. Oh man, I bet you hear that a lot among the university types.”

She rolled her eyes and nodded. “My humanities professor said it all the time. Completely ruined Inland Empire for me.”

“You have my sympathies.” Cliff gave her another heart-stopping smile. “Maybe we can give Lost Highway a watch when we get on the road. That one’s my favorite too. That and Twin Peaks, of course. And our TV’s bigger in the back. Speaking of, if you’ll follow me…”

He led her back past the aisle of bunks and opened an accordion door to reveal the sleeping area where he’d doubtless brought many a groupie for some hot naked action. The bunks back here were wider than she expected, and there were shelves and overhead compartments for storage. There was even a small couch on the far wall, as well as a little nook with a table and chair. Someone had left a laptop on the table, probably Kat or Klement. Another flat screen was mounted above the door for movies or videogames, and it was indeed bigger than the two up in the front.

Cliff sat on one of the four bunks and patted the spot beside him. “This one’s mine. Have a seat. I won’t bite unless you want me to.”

Despite the flirtation, his words were reassuring. She remembered Kat defending Cliff after some remark Kinley made, telling a story of how he’d gone off on a guy at a bar who suggested date-raping a woman there. Cliff might be a womanizer, but only when the sex was consensual.

So, she should be safe. But damn it, she hadn’t expected him to be this good-looking up close, or to have anything in common with him other than a passionate love of metal. And she had especially not anticipated responding to him in any way except mild amusement; not getting goosebumps wondering what it would feel like for him to bite her, now that he brought it up.
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